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Inform.al Assessment
Links Instruction
to Learning
by Deanna Birdyshaw

Informal assessment, or classroom
assessment, is an expressway to
effective learning. It provides a direct
route between instructional objectives
and student attainment. Unlike
standardized, formal assessment which
asks students to perform in a context
completely external to the student's
usual classroom environment, informal
assessment is an extension of the setting
in which the student is beginning to
experience learning success. Formal
assessment requires students to
perform their best while reading
contrived texts in unfamiliar formats,
while informal assessment allows
students to demonstrate their strengths
by producing evidence of their ability to
construct meaning. In short, whereas
formal assessment necessitates an
anxious attempt by the student to find
his way around a foreign city, informal
assessment lets him explore his
potential in the comfort of a hometown
atmosphere.
Formal assessment is an evaluation of a student's achievement. It is
used as a tool for sorting students,
dividing them into high achievers and
low achievers, winners and losers.
Formal assessment results do nothing
more than provide an external
measurement of success which is
frequently seen as an evaluation of his
intelligence by the student, with little or
no relevance to the instructional goals
of his classwork. In order for a student

to become an empowered learner, he
must internalize assessment. He must
understand how the assessment relates
to his learning goals and have the
opportunity to set achievable goals.
Informal assessment, especially when
utilizing a portfolio approach, can
provide the link between assessment
and learning.
Informal assessment has great
instructional application. Research
shows that students learn whatever
teachers emphasize during class
instruction. Students identify what is
being emphasized by looking at what
teachers assess. Given this information,
if teachers make careful decisions about
what they choose to assess, they will
provide road signs for effective student
learning. If these signs are plainly
visible and offer clear direction toward
the student's learning destination, they
will guide him on his educational
journey. Therefore, the teacher who uses
classroom assessment as an instructional tool provides students with goals
relevant to class objectives and needed
direction on the route to successful
learning.
Informal assessment can take
many forms, but the most useful are
those which ask students to create a
product. When a student fills a blank
page with a coherent interpretation of
the knowledge he has gained, he is
exhibiting an authentic assessment of
his skill and understanding. For

example, when a student summarizes
information, he demonstrates his ability
to construct meaning. His choice of
words is a reliable assessment of the
degree to which he understands newly
learned information. Listening to a
student read his favorite text aloud is
the best available assessment of his
reading fluency. Journal entries, reports,
taped retellings, art projects, metacognitive interviews, editorials, plays,
short stories, to name a few, are also
examples of authentic assessments of
student progress. In fact, any demonstration of Pearson and Valencia's
Hallmarks of a Good Reader represents a useful informal assessment tool.
The instructional impact of
informal assessment can be enhanced
by keeping student portfolios. A
portfolio is a collection of student work
which depicts his affective and
cognitive growth. It provides an easyto-manage system for keeping track of a
student's progress on informal
assessments. It can take the form of any
kind of container that holds the
student's best efforts. It should be able
to hold tapes, writings, and photographs of three-dimensional projects. It
should contain a collection of
meaningful examples of the student's
successes.
When the student reflects on his
portfolio, he will feel pride and
confidence in his ability to learn. He
will be able to set realistic, achievable
goals and, therefore, begin to take
responsibility for his own learning. He
will be able to disembark on the road to
unthreatening, constructive selfassessment and become the empowered
learner central to academic success.
In addition to emphasizing
strengths over deficits, portfolios
provide a vehicle for quality
student/ teacher communication.

During regularly scheduled conferences, the teacher discusses the contents
of the portfolio with the student. When
a student wants to add an item to his
portfolio, he and the teacher discuss its
merit. While taking part in the
discussion, the teacher has an
opportunity to build upon the student's
metacognitive awareness by asking the
student to analyze the features of the
items he wishes to include in his
portfolio. This will help a student
verbalize the characteristics of quality
work. The discussion also provides an
opportunity for the teacher and student
to collaboratively identify achievable
learning goals. Since the student helps
choose his goals, he is more likely to
attempt to reach them. They will
represent personal goals that he feels
empowered to attain and consequently
he will be more strongly motivated to
strive for excellence.
The most crucial aspect of
informal assessment is the personal
focus by which it demonstrates a
student's growth in areas central to the
classroom. Unlike formal assessment, it
emphasizes the student's strengths
instead of his weaknesses. Since the
primary goal of teachers is to help
students develop to their maximum
potential, informal assessment stands as
an effective means of fostering selfesteem and confidence and directing
students along the road to life-long
learning.
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